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latter understood them in a feudal sense, but the interpretations, however
disparate their foundations, were surprisingly compatible. A third point is
that understanding of the Irish side of these interactions has often been
rendered difficult by scholars' reliance on eighth-century law tracts to
illuminate twelfth-century Irish political strategy: things that have been
difficult to explain because they violate the rules laid down in the law tracts
loom much less large as problems once it is recognized that the law had
evolved in the intervening centuries.
Although the evidence is so scanty that arguments must often consist
of piling inference on inference (and they do occasionally become quite
tenuous), Flanagan presents the first and third of these themes convincingly. I was somewhat less persuaded of the second and, therefore, would
have liked to see it argued more explicitly. The absence of a chapter-long
conclusion is regrettable. Be that as it may, Flanagan's book must be readand taken seriously-by anyone interested in the origins of English involvement in Ireland.
Emily Zack Tabuteau
Michigan State University

Gervase Rosser, Medieval Westminster: I200-I540, Clarendon Press, 1989,
xvii, 425 pp., ill., fig., tables, app., biblio., index, $84.00.
Medieval Westminster, home of monks and royalty, defies our normal
categories of a medieval town. It had a complex, urban social structure,
but it was not an incorporated city or a borough; rather, it was a "manorial
vill," a village dependency under the abbot of St. Peter's monastery. But
medieval Westminster also defies the historical patterns associated with
the "crisis" of late medieval towns; it does not easily fit the model of
decline with which we are familiar. In Medieval Westminster: I200-I540,
Gervase Rosser attempts to make sense of this anomalous urban concentration, the vill of Westminster.
Rosser's work began as a dissertation at the University of London, and
as such it still bears the marks of its conception: it is thick with wonderfully precise information and thin on interesting or enlightening interpretation. His "central argument ... is an attempt to define [Westminster]
society" (1) . His definition, however, is not an argument but a description
of the physical and social structure of Westminster: The first six chapters
recount the development of Westminster into a royal capital and delineate
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the society of the town, its estates, houses, landlords, fairs, markets,
occupations, and demographic changes. Rosser is at his best in his
descriptions of the rich tapestry of the landscape and people of the vill.
With the aid of many maps and exhaustive documentation, he explains
its geology, geography, and urban topography. He then shows the shifting
undercurrent of leaseholds over more than three centuries: who held
property and under what sorts of leases. Finally Rosser peoples his landscape with workers in the many occupations, including prostitution, that
we find in any medieval town. Especially fascinating and typical of the
meticulous detail of Rosser's research is a diagrammatic plan of King
Street in Westminster (ca. 1508) noting the occupation of the inhabitants
of almost all properties on the street.
Rosser tries in the final four chapters to give his exhaustive research
some overarching meaning. Because he has demonstrated that Westminster
was socially complex with a constant influx of people from outside the
vill, he tries to explain why the vill did not generate into a permanent state
of conflicting interests. This is an odd thesis because it tries to prove
what did not happen, that is, anarchy. His answer is that Westminster was
held together in part by a small, wealthy elite and, more importantly, by
a sense of "community" that may be defined as part of the "strategies of
collective behaviour adopted by the population" (2-3, 248). These feelings
of community, as opposed to private interests, waxed and waned, appearing
especially during times of ritual gatherings in, say, religious or guild
activities. Rosser's thesis is unremarkable-and largely unproven-but his
research and impeccable detail are a joy to behold for all urban historians.
Richard M. Wunderli
University of Colorado-Colorado Springs

A . L. Brown, The Governance of Late Medieval England I272-I46I,
Governance of England 3, Stanford University Press, 1989, viii, 248 pp.,
index, $32.50.
The Governance ofLate Medieval England I272-I46I is the third volume
in the Governance of England Series, for which Stanford University
Press is the American publisher. This volume is written by the series
general editor, A. L. Brown, best known for his studies on the king's
council and the use of the privy and great seals during the fifteenth century.
He is presently researching a biography of Henry IV of England.

